ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
had an experience in graduate school that is forever etched in my memory. Perhaps you had a similar experience and have a similar memory. In the first week of my first graduate course in Microeconomic Theory, when the instructor was describing the course, he informed the class that we would be required to write a paper. As if of one mind those of us in the class were puzzled. We all knew that Microeconomics is about graphs and equations and Blue Books, not about writing. One brave student expressed this common belief to the instructor. The response: Economists write papers. Economists who are micro theorists write theory papers. This is a course in Microeconomic Theory. You are training to be economists. You will write a paper on microeconomic theory for this course. 1 Even though most of our undergraduate students will not go on to be professional economists, they will need to express themselves in writing. Since perhaps the best way to become a competent writer is by practice, we should require our undergraduates, even those in an intermediate microeconomic theory course, to practice writing. 2 In this paper I describe various writing assignments that I have inflicted upon students in my Intermediate Microeconomic Theory course at the University of North Dakota over the past several years. 3 In addition to a description of the various assignments, I will present some reaction or feedback from the students along with a list of lessons learned.
DESCRIPTION OF THE ASSIGNMENTS
For several years I have assigned a variety of different writing assignments to my students in Intermediate Microeconomic Theory. The assignments vary in nature, purpose, and scope. The basic format of them all is to read first, write second. Some of the assignments involve reading specific material; sometimes the required reading is lengthy (an entire book or numerous papers); sometimes it is only one paper; sometimes there was no required reading suggested. Sometimes the topic of the essay is given, other times the students are allowed to choose the topic. Even though there is a large amount of variety among the assignments, they all have two basic elements in common: attempting to get the students to view microeconomics in a richer context than that presented in the standard textbooks and having the students write something other than a traditional term paper. Indeed the length of the writing assignments has consistently decreased from 3-6 pages down to 2 pages. The latter with explicit Grading information: each essay was worth 5 % of the course grade.
Fall 2001
Two essays: one on consumer theory and the other on the nature of perfect competition.
Purpose: to take a step beyond the textbook treatment of microeconomic theory.
Nature of assignments:
To read a paper on the consumer and the chapter on the Rational Choice Model in the textbook and write a 1-2 page essay that comments on the question "Does the maximization of utility imply happiness?" The essay: To read an essay on competition and the chapter on Perfect Competition in the textbook and write a 1-2 page essay that comments on the question "Is competition a process or a market structure?" The essay: 
Fall 2002
Two essays: one on consumer theory and the other on the theory of the firm.
Purpose: to take a step beyond the textbook treatment of consumer and firm theory.
Nature of assignments:
The students were given possible essay topics and told to pick one from the suggested list or to come up with one of their own (subject to instructor approval). The essays were to be no longer than 2 pages in length.
Suggested consumer theory essay topics:
 Does the maximization of utility imply happiness?  What is more important in deciding a best bundle: preferences or constraints?  "The rational choice model is too restrictive in its characterization of individual behavior." Argue for or against this statement.  "The opportunity cost of leisure is not labor but rather hell." Argue for or against this statement.
Suggested firm theory essay topics:
 Is competition a process or a market structure?  "Perfect competition is neither." Argue for or against this statement.  Do firms really maximize profit?  "The neoclassical characterization of the firm as an optimizing entity subject to constraints is too restrictive a characterization of the modern business enterprise." Argue for or against this statement.
Grading information: each essay was worth 10 % of the course grade.
Fall 2003
Nature of assignments: The students were instructed to find some pertinent reading material and then two write two separate essays, each 2 pages in length, each providing the answer to a specific question. The two questions:
 Does the maximization of utility imply happiness?  Do firms really maximize profit?
Fall 2004
Two essays: one on consumer theory and the other on the nature and purpose of a business.
Nature of assignments:
To read a paper and write a 1-2 page analysis (reaction) essay. The paper: To read two pieces that present contrasting views on the nature and purpose of a business and then to write a 1-2 page essay describing with which of the two views the student most agreed. The reading material: Grading information: the first essay was worth 5 % of the course grade and the second essay was worth 10 % of the course grade.
Fall 2005
Two essays: both on some aspect of an assigned supplemental book.
Purpose: to explore markets in all of their complexity. Nature of assignment: the students were required to read, discuss, and write about the book Reinventing the Bazaar: a natural history of markets by John McMillan. The reading was divided into two parts: Chapters 1-10 and Chapters 11-17. For each part the students met in small groups (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) to discuss questions they submitted on the reading material. After each of the discussion periods a list of questions was distributed to the students, from which they were to choose one upon which to write a 2 page essay. 6 After discussing the second part of the book the students were required to write a 2 page essay assessing the entire book. 7 Grading information: each essay was worth 5 % of the course grade. These Tables present an overview of the details described in the semester by semester student reaction data presented below. Table 1 contains all years but the mean and median for both favorable and unfavorable are biased downward in that in two of the years (1998 and 2001) the students were not specifically asked for comments on the writing assignments. Table 2 is a better indicator of the overall student reaction to the writing assignments. In some years there are two rows as the students were asked to comment separately on different assignments or were asked different types of questions. While the specific questions asked each year were not identical (year by year details are presented below) these Tables give a broad overview of student reaction. These data indicate that 2/3 of the students expressed a favorable opinion of the writing assignments.
In an attempt to derive more insight from these initiatives, the data from Table 2 has been disaggregated by separating the student responses into two categories, as noted in the description of Tables 3 and 4 below. The data in Tables Three and Four allow for several interesting questions to be addressed.
Question #1:
Does it make a difference which way you ask for the specific feedback -learning experience versus use again?
This can be answered by comparing the mean values of favorable and unfavorable in Table 3 versus Table  4 . Students seem more inclined to have a favorable opinion of an assignment when asked if they found it was thought-provoking/worthwhile/effective than if asked whether or not they would recommend it being used again. This is evidenced by mean favorable values of 77.53 in Table 3 compared to a mean favorable value of 62.12 in Table 4 . This conclusion is further supported by data from the only semester in which I asked the students both types of questions (Fall 1999 Table 3 does suggest that students have a preference for being given assignments based on specific material.
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Question #3:
Are there any obvious outliers?
There clearly is one obvious outlier; the first assignment from Fall 2000, which has an unfavorable response percentage almost three times larger than the mean. What might be the reason for this? It seems possible that this is due to the difference in required reading for each of the two assignments given in Fall 2000. Each counted for the same percentage of the course grade but the second assignment required 60 pages of reading whereas the first assignment required only 15 pages of reading. Indeed students commented that the reading material for the second assignment was too long, too hard, or too boring.
Student Reactions -by semester Fall 1998 (N = 23)
Students were not asked any specific questions relating to the writing assignments. Reaction is assessed by reading comments on the course evaluation forms. Students were asked two questions specifically related to the writing assignment.
Q1
Did you find the essay assignment to be a thought-provoking experience? Why or why not? The commentary by the students suggests that while they found the assignment thought provoking it was perhaps too much so. Several commented that it was too much work for the percentage of the course grade. In addition there were pleas from several students for more clarity in terms of the purpose and grading of the assignments.
Fall 2000 (N = 27)
Students were asked a question specifically related to each of the writing assignments.
Q1
Would As with the Fall 1999 reaction, student commentary described dissatisfaction with the amount of required reading material for the assignments. The students seem to have some sort of inherent "fairness meter" by which they measure the amount of effort per assignment relative to the percentage of the grade associated with the assignment. While the exact readings on this meter may be unknowable, it appears that the Fall 1999 and Fall 2000 assignments are examples of assignments that push the needle on the meter to "unfair" while the other assignments avoid this meter reading. Students were asked a question specifically related to the writing assignments.
Explain whether you agree or disagree with the following statement: "I feel the essay assignments were a worthwhile learning experience." Some students commented that they thought the two page size limit was a good thing. The responses from these students yielded what is perhaps the most interesting comment of all: "I think you should scratch the whole essay idea. This is Econ 308 not Writing 101." Several students commented on how the assignments were helpful in that they allowed for the linking of the theory with the real world.
Fall 2004 (N = 46)
Q1
Would Several students indicated that the two page length maximum for the essays was not sufficient -it was too short.
Fall 2005 (N = 60)
Students were asked three questions specifically related to the writing assignments.
Q1
Would you recommend that I have students read Reinventing the Bazaar the next time I teach this course? Why so or why not? Several students indicated that the best part of the assignment was that the reading material had many examples that related theory to the real world. Interestingly, even though this assignment contains the most amount of additional reading, few if any students complained about the length. This is likely due to two factors. First, while not jargon free, the degree of difficulty in reading (comprehending) is far lesser than the journal articles from other assignments. Second, the various assignments associated with reading the book accounted for a sizeable portion of the course grade (15%).
CONCLUSION
What to make of all of this? I think some lessons can be drawn:

If you want feedback on specific assignments, ask for it.  Be excruciatingly clear in your description of the assignment.  Students possess some sort of inherent (internal) fairness meter concerning the work-to-credit-given ratio.  Students will complain if a paper they have to write is "too short."  The more the assignment allows the students to link theory to the real world the more they will like it.  If you want to undertake a systematic analysis of various assignments over many semesters, give some thought to how you will assess the results BEFORE you give the assignments.  Reflect on the success or lack thereof immediately after each semester.
